Numbering of lumbosacral transitional vertebrae on MRI: role of the iliolumbar ligaments.
The objective of this study was to determine whether identification of the iliolumbar ligaments is of practical use for numbering lumbosacral transitional vertebrae (LSTV). Five hundred consecutive lumbar spine MRI studies were reviewed. A standard protocol of sagittal and axial T1-weighted and T2-weighted spin-echo sequences was used. The sagittal images were assessed for the presence of an LSTV, and axial images were assessed for the level of origin of the iliolumbar ligaments. Of the 500 patients, 433 (86.6%) had normal lumbosacral segmentation and 67 (13.4%) had a transitional lumbosacral junction. The iliolumbar ligament was identified at L5 in all patients with normal lumbosacral segmentation (n = 433), bilaterally in 432 and unilaterally in one. Using the identification of the iliolumbar ligaments as a marker of the L5 vertebral level, we numbered 46 of the 67 LSTV as L5 transitions and 21 as S1 transitions. The iliolumbar ligament is readily identifiable on axial lumbar spine MRI and always arises from L5. We suggest that its position can be used to confidently assign lumbar levels in patients with LSTV.